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Non-Dual Belonging:
Conversion, Sanskritization and the Dissolution of the
Multiple in Advaita Missionary Movements
Reid B. Locklin
St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto
IN a series of articles from 1957 until his death
in 1979, the influential Indologist Paul Hacker
advanced the claim that those Indian traditions
generally classified as open and tolerant should
in fact be labeled “inclusivist.” 1 Rather than
engaging religious or philosophical opponents
in their integrity, he suggested, such traditions
subordinated such others and assumed them
into their own doctrinal systems. This term was
deployed polemically by Hacker against a
number of Hindu traditions, above all the
modern forms of Advaita Vedānta advanced by
the likes of Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902)
and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888-1975). This
broad thesis has been widely criticized, not
least by Hacker’s translator and editor Wilhelm
Halbfass. 2 Particularly suspect is Hacker’s
sweeping contrast between inclusivism and
tolerance, and the correlations from these
positions to Indian and European thought,
respectively. As Halbfass has demonstrated,

both styles of argument, among others, can be
adduced in Hindu, Christian and Muslim
traditions; the harder and more important task
is, in his telling, to attend to the distinctive
strategies of engagement with religious others
in any particular text or tradition.
Such critiques notwithstanding, it remains
true that some type of inclusivist
accommodation of religious difference can be
adduced in many modern Hindu traditions. So
also, in at least some cases, apparently irenic,
inclusivist accommodation can shade into more
assertive images of conversion or conquest,
particularly in those movements that have
taken missionary shape outside the Indian
subcontinent. Several important studies,
including especially Reinhart Hummel's
landmark 1987 monograph Indische Mission und
neue Frömmigkeit im Westen and Carl Jackson's
1994 Vedanta for the West, have traced such
diverse movements as the Ramakrishna
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Mission, the Self-Realization Fellowship, the
International Society of Krishna Consciousness,
Transcendental Meditation and other modern
Hindu missions as they spread throughout
North America and Europe. 3 In 1999, the Indian
theologian C.V. Mathew published a more
critical account of what he viewed as a single,
relatively coherent “Saffron Mission” in both
India and the West. This has been followed by
several more pointed and polemic studies by a
Salesian priest, J. Kuruvachira, between 2006
and 2008. 4 For Mathew, the emergence of
distinctively modern movements like the
Ramakrishna Mission abroad, as well as the
reconversion work of the VHP and other Hindu
nationalist organizations in India, can
ultimately be traced back to much older
patterns of Sanskritization and Brahminization
embodied in the Vedic dictum kṛṇvanto
viśvamāryam, “Let the whole world become
Aryan” (Ṛg-Veda 9.63.5). 5 While Kuruvachira
more strongly emphasizes the novelty of this
development in the modern period, he also
interprets processes of Sanskritization, explicit
(re-)conversion rites developed by Hindu
nationalists in the modern period, such as
śuddhi
(“purification”)
and
parāvartan
(“welcoming”),
and
especially
Swami
Vivekananda's oft-quoted exhortions, “Up,
India, conquer the world with your
spirituality,” and “the world must be
conquered by India” as, collectively, an
unambiguous mandate to convert. 6 “In the
course of time,” Kuruvachira writes, “increased
travel facilities, modern communications
networks, globalisation, rise of Hindu cultural
nationalism, better organisation and animation
of the Hindu diaspora and so on have
contributed greatly in making Hinduism
emerge as an 'aggressive' missionary religion,

seeking followers not only in India but also
overseas, especially in the West.” 7
What, however, is the precise nature of
conversion in these Hindu traditions? In his
1987 study, Hummel made the observation that
such conversions only rarely take the form of a
straightforward change of religious belonging;
instead, they more closely resemble gradual
acculturation, in which members slowly shed
prior religious identities without ever formally
renouncing them. 8 Arvind Sharma’s recent
monograph, Hinduism as a Missionary Religion
Sharma
advances a similar claim. 9
acknowledges a prevailing consensus that
Hindus remained “non-missionary” at least
well into the modern era; nevertheless, he
contends against this consensus that
“Hinduism has always possessed a missionary
character.” 10 He locates some of the most
compelling evidence in the Vedic and Classical
periods, adducing not only the Ṛg-Veda
exhortation noted by Mathew, but other Vedic
passages, the Manusmṛti and the epic literature
to suggest that foreigners could be and not
infrequently were re-construed as “lapsed
Hindus,” rendering them eligible for
incorporation into Hindu tradition and into the
twice-born castes, more particularly. 11 Even
here, however, Sharma finds the received
terminology an obstacle—especially the
language of conversion. Parsing terms
carefully, he insists that, even as a “missionary
religion,” Hinduism does not “seek converts” in
a traditional sense; it re-defines conversion
itself in non-exclusive terms as “acceptance of
a universal point of view.” 12 Stated another
way, there is and has been “conversion” to
Hinduism, but the distinctive character of
Hinduism transforms the meaning of the term
“conversion.”
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In this essay, I explore the theology of
conversion and religious belonging that
emerges from the teachings of several
contemporary missionary traditions associated
with the non-dual tradition of Advaita Vedānta.
In the first section, I draw a contrast between
two broad frameworks within which to
understand a transformation of religious
belonging: “conversion-over” and “conversionup.” In the second section, I return to
Mathew’s notion of Sanskritization as a
resource for understanding the dynamics of
belonging in these traditions. These traditions,
I contend, do advance a specific form of
religious belonging—albeit one that implies the
sublation of rival points of view rather than
their explicit exclusion.
Conversion-Over and Conversion-Up
Some of the difficulties with Arvind
Sharma’s study, like the earlier contributions of
Hummel, Jackson, Mathew, Kuruvachira and
others, follow not only from the ambiguous
meaning of “conversion,” but also the
ambiguity of yet another defining term, namely
“Hinduism.” Though some continue to insist
that Hinduism either has existed eternally or
was the invention of the British colonial
project, an increasing body of scholarship
contends that the construction of modern
Hinduism emerged from a complex historical
process of consolidation and harmonization
that perhaps began in medieval and early
modern India, even if it took a distinctive shape
under the British Raj. 13 One point that seems
certain is that, prior to the medieval period,
what we now call Hinduism consisted of many
different traditions, which contested as
vigorously with one another as with Buddhists
or Jains. In part for this reason, I propose

focusing not on “Hinduism” as such, but only
on the Advaita Vedānta tradition of the eighthcentury teacher Śaṅkarācārya and his many,
diverse successors in the modern and
contemporary periods. Such a choice may
appear arbitrary, but there are intrinsic
reasons for such a focus. Not least, these
include the prominence of Swami Vivekananda
and his Ramakrishna Mission in any discussion
of Hindu missionary movements in the modern
period. I also judge that it makes good sense to
seek clarity on a broad point of interpretation
by attending first to a single, delimited case
study. Far from enshrining Advaita as the true
core of Hinduism, such an approach can bring
out the historical contingency of the tradition
and its complex relations with other traditions
in the broader Hindu stream.
The fundamental teaching of Advaita—that
is, the ultimate non-difference of self and God,
of multiplicity and unity—also renders these
traditions, at least arguably, particularly prone
to ambivalence on questions of religious
belonging. At the 1893 World's Parliament of
Religions, for example, Swami Vivekananda
famously eschewed conversion, declaring, “Do I
wish that the Christian would become Hindu?
God forbid. Do I wish that the Hindu or
Buddhist would become Christian?
God
14
forbid.” Yet, he did not hesitate to initiate
disciples and to describe his mission in strongly
evangelical terms, including spiritual conquest
and even religious conversion. 15 One of his
successors in the movement, Swami
Budhananda, revels in this apparent
contradiction, describing the Ramakrishna
Mission as “a missionary organization with an
intriguing apathy for proselytization.” 16 For
critics, on the other hand, such mixed messages
suggest incoherence or, at worst, deliberate
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deceit. 17 Does the Ramakrishna movement
promote conversion, or not?
The answer, I think, is: yes, the movement
works for religious conversion, but the form of
conversion it propagates is not primarily a
conversion from one tradition over to another
one. Echoing Sharma’s notion of conversion to
a “universal viewpoint,” I would term the kind
of conversion we witness in these traditions
“conversion-up.” 18
To trace the dynamics of conversion-up in
Advaita traditions, the interpreter need not and
indeed should not focus exclusively on the
term “conversion,” much less on rough
analogues like spiritual conquest, śuddhi or
parāvartan; one should look instead at these
traditions' central doctrines of personal
transformation, as they are described and
promoted by movement leaders and devotees. 19
Consider, for example, the ubiquitious mantra
from Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 1.3.28, recited
often after teaching in the Ramakrishna
Mission and many other modern Hindu
settings:
asato
mā
sadgamaya//tamaso
mā
jyotirgamaya//mṛtyormā amṛtam gamaya
“Lead [us] from the unreal to the real, from
darkness to light, from death to
immortality.”
Striking in this single mantra is the strong
sense of asymmetry between unreal and real,
darkness and light, death and immortality, as
well as the concrete possibility of graded
progress upwards from the lower to the higher
categories. This, at least, is precisely how
Swami Vivekananda typically speaks of
religious transformation, particularly when
situating the non-dual teaching of Advaita in

relation to other religious traditions both
within and without the Hindu fold. “To the
Hindu,” he insisted at the Parliament, “man
[sic] is not traveling from error to truth, but
from truth to truth, from lower to higher
truth.” 20 Vivekananda did not hesitate to
assign definite grades to different stages of
development, with Dvaita or theist religious
teachings at the lowest level on the ladder,
Viśiṣṭādvaita or panentheist teachings in the
middle, and Advaita, the perfect non-dualism of
innermost self and impersonal God, as the final
stage and perfect fulfillment. 21 But this scheme
of classification cuts across any given religious
tradition as well as between them. 22 Hence,
though Vivekananda strongly encourages
personal and collective evolution in the
direction of Advaita, the unfolding of such
change is primarily up from one level of
understanding to another, rather than over
from one tradition to another.
One particularly illuminating example of
Vivekananda’s stance toward other religions
can be found in a speech from 1900, in which he
asks a question rich with missionary
implications: “Is Vedanta the Future
Religion?” 23 His initial answer seems very
irenic and congenial, for he asserts that, “with
all its emphasis on impersonal principles,
Vedanta is not antagonistic to anything.” 24
Hence, it cannot be seen as a competitor to the
other great religions of the world. At a deeper
level, however, Vivekananda also questions
whether Vedānta could qualify as a “future
religion” on other grounds: not because of a
presumed equality of religions, but because
Vedānta cannot really be regarded as “religion”
at all. 25 It is instead the highest reality behind
all individual religious claims, a saving
knowledge of the way things actually are, now
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and eternally. In the light of this highest truth,
particular positive religions can only be
dismissed as mere “kindergartens of religion”
at best and “foolish beliefs and superstitions” at
worst. 26 “The hour comes,” Vivekananda
declares at the end of his address, “when great
men [sic] shall arise and cast off these
kindergartens of religion and shall make vivid
and powerful the true religion, the worship of
the spirit by the spirit.” 27 Vedānta is not
antagonistic to other religions precisely
because it is the sole “true religion” to which
all of them point, a reality so sublime that it
transcends the category of “religion” itself.
This vision of conversion-up found a more
recent expression at a conference hosted in
2013 to celebrate the 150th anniversary of
Swami Vivekananda’s birth and 120th
anniversary of his addresses to the Parliament.
The conference organizers adopted memorable
phrases from Vivekananda’s speeches to set the
theme for the event: “Help and not fight,”
“Assimilation and not destruction.” As one of
the prominent Swamis at the conference
explained, the religions of the world are like
food, or like soil: the seed of truth absorbs them
as it grows into its fullness as a flowering
plant. 28 In another analogy from the same
speech, religions are like clocks, here to be
corrected from time to time by the mystics who
have realized the highest truth. In neither case
is the truth of these religions simply negated;
indeed, the same speaker suggested that one
could and perhaps should practice multiple
religions. But if one does so, the goal is to take
on the spirit of those religions, to assimilate
their essence, and thereby to achieve the
highest realization of Advaita. It is not
conversion, if conversion means conversion-

over to a new, exclusive form of religious
belonging. It is, instead, conversion-up.
Looking More Closely at Sanskritization
Another term that might be employed to
describe this distinctive, Advaita notion of
conversion is also a controversial one:
Sanskritization. As I noted briefly in my
introduction to this essay, Mathew introduces
the interrelated themes of “Sanskritization,”
“Aryanization” and “Brahminization” to give
his account of mission and conversion in
modern Hinduism interpretative heft. Drawing
on the work of Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, the
anthropologist M.N. Srinivas, and an
anonymous 1913 article from The Hindu Review,
Mathew suggests that
“Sanskritization”
involves a process of cultural transformation
and, in Radhakrishnan's terms, the “gradual
civilising” of lower castes, tribal communities
and other cultures of South and Southeast Asia
according to an ideal of perfect Brahminhood. 29
For Mathew, such a paradigm provides a broad
historical background and justification for his
inquiry into modern Hindu missionary
movements. That is, the notion of
Sanskritization functions primarily to illustrate
that ancient and modern Hinduism possesses its
own indigenous models of mission and
conversion, and only secondarily to describe
how it might render such models conceptually
distinct.
As a first step in this direction, we can note
that modern, critical theories of Sanskritization
do not entirely support the simple, hierarchical
image propounded by Radhakrishnan and
deployed by Mathew in his description of
Hindu missionary movements. When Srinivas
employed the principle in his anthropological
work, for example, he used it to describe not a
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doctrine of strict assimilation, but a dynamic
process by which caste groups self-consciously
emulate Brahmin or other high-caste practices
in order to advance their own social status, a
process akin to—if sometimes in tension with—
the process of Westernization under the British
Raj. 30 Like Westernization, this transformation
never flowed in only one direction:
Throughout Indian history Sanskritic
Hinduism has absorbed local and folk
elements and their presence makes easier
the further absorption of similar elements.
The absorption is done in such a way that
there is a continuity between the folk and
the theological or philosophical levels, and
this makes possible both gradual
transformation of the folk layer, as well as
the ‘vulgarization’ of the theological
layer. 31
Importantly
for
Srinivas's
analysis,
Sanskritization was only rarely promoted by
Brahmins, who often viewed such cultural
processes as a threat to their privilege. Rather,
the primary agents were those who wanted to
advance themselves, and its specific shape
varied enormously, depending upon local
context, so much so that Srinivas eventually
attempted to generalize the concept and to
divest it of any necessary, substantive
connection with Brahminism. 32
Sheldon Pollock's more recent work on the
emergence of a “Sanskrit Cosmopolis” in South
and Southeast Asia between 300 and 1300
represents a second insightful resource in this
Pollock traces a process of
regard. 33
Sanskritization in a very literal sense: namely,
the expansion of Sanskrit from its earlier
liturgical and scholastic domains to the realm

of the public and the political, specifically in
the proliferation of Sanskrit political
inscriptions and the allied development of
classical poetic forms (kāvya). Sharply critical of
functionalist approaches—including that of
Srinivas—that attempt to explain the spread of
such cultural forms by appealing to their high
status or their utility as tools of social
legitimation, Pollock instead appeals directly to
the intrinsic “textuality” of classical Sanskrit as
“a language of cosmopolitan stature.” 34 Certain
features of this liturgical language, he claims,
rendered it particularly suitable for bestowing
a “permanent, indeed eternal, expression”
upon the fame of political rulers: the stability of
its grammar, its aesthetic qualities of metaphor
and other figures of sense, its capacity “to
interpret, supplement, [and] reveal reality,” “to
make the real somehow superreal by poetry.” 35
This cultural achievement was never imposed
through coercive power or any unified
religious vision; it spread by means of “some
far less obvious process of cultural imitation
and borrowing,” a process co-constitutive with
the emergence of the textual form itself. 36
Contrary to the implicit and explicit claims
made through the Sanskrit idiom in this period,
moreover, this achievement was historically
contingent from beginning to end, and it was
emphatically not eternal, for Sanskrit was
eventually displaced by various vernaculars.
Neither Srinivas nor Pollock is beyond
reproach, of course, 37 and it would be difficult
if not impossible to argue that modern Advaita
mission movements engage directly in one or
another process of literal Sanskritization. 38
Indeed, both theorists would seem seriously to
challenge any use of this concept in terms of
deliberate propagation, emphasizing as they do
the relative autonomy and self-conscious
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patterns of imitation of those who become
“Sanskritized.”
At the same time, I would contend that it is
precisely these aspects of autonomy and
imitation that make the metaphor of
Sanskritization an apt one for describing
conversion in these Advaita movements.
Consider the case of the Chinmaya Mission,
founded in 1951 by Swami Chinmayananda
(1916-1993). In his important work A Manual of
Self-Unfoldment, Chinmayananda offered the
following account of Hinduism’s diffusion
throughout Asia:
One of the particularities which deserves
mention is that the Hindus never thrust
their religion forcibly or by trickery on
other people. Peace, love, compassion,
sympathy and service were their
watchwords. That point will be more
significant later on when the actual details
of the Hindu religion are discussed. The
people of the foreign countries welcomed
and hailed the superior culture of the
Hindus. Thus one may say that Hinduism is
the mother of civilisation in the East . . .
This great religion of the Hindus is a
Mighty force for universal good. That is
why this religion has had such a glorious
and brilliant record of past achievements
and why the Hindus believe that their
religion is destined for a greater and more
glorious future. 39
As he promises, Chinmayananda clarifies what
he means by the Hindu “religion” a few pages
further along in the same work: it is, of course,
none other than Advaita Vedānta, the universal
non-dual teaching of the Hindu Upaniṣads and
epics, as well as of the Christian Bible and all

authentic scriptures worldwide. 40 Because of
its universality, its glory and its self-evident
superiority, this religion need not be “thrust”
on other people by force or deceit. The primary
agency for its transmission lies not with its
preachers or teachers, but with those who
recognize its intrinsic value and embrace it as
their own.
This idea is made clear later in the same
volume, in a description of the small Study
Groups that would become one of the signature
features of the Chinmaya Mission. A question is
raised: “Study Group. Is it a subtle means of
conversion to the Hindu faith?” To this, the
authors give the following response:
Not at all. Vedanta is not sectarian in
appeal. As experienced by a number of
members of study groups all over the
world, this study makes one a better
individual irrespective of whatever faith he
or she may belong to. Vedanta does not
seek converts. It is a great catalyst for a
better understanding and self integration.
Its appeal is to the intellect and its
application is universal. Hence is it used for
self-improvement
and
never
for
41
conversion.
The language of “self-improvement,” like the
related idiom of “civilization,” readily evokes
images of Sanskritization. Just as Srinivas
distinguished between Sanskritic theology or
philosophy at one level and folk religion at
another, so also here the teaching of Vedānta is
situated at a higher level relative to
participants' individual faith positions, such
that it can serve as a catalyst for their
intellectual understanding and ever greater

Non-Dual Belonging: Conversion, Sanskritization 95
personal integration. Participation in study
groups simply “makes one a better individual.”
Lest we underestimate the normative
character of such self-improvement, we can
turn
to
the
example
of
Swami
Chinmayananda’s former disciple Swami
Dayananda Saraswati (1930-2015). Dayananda,
like Vivekananda and Chinmayananda, was
convinced that Vedānta represents a timeless
truth with the power to correct, purify and
ultimately sublate other religious claims. A
good example of his rhetorical strategy in this
regard can be found in a short work entitled A
Vedantin’s View of Christian Concepts, in which he
takes up a range of central Christian claims. 42
Some central doctrines, such as creation ex
nihilo, Dayananda dismisses as unintelligible;
others, like the key narratives of salvation
history, he interprets allegorically in the light
of Advaita. 43 He claims that traditions as
Christianity are “not totally off the mark,” but
that they must be re-imagined and reunderstood to prepare for the profound “shift
in thinking” required by Vedānta. 44 As
Vivekananda did before him, so also Dayananda
suggested that the truth of Advaita is not new;
it is already at work beyond the boundaries of
India or Hinduism:
Wherever it is, if there is an equation: you
are the whole, that’s Vedānta, in whichever
language. And it’s available in whichever
culture. That is Vedānta. Only thing is, we
have a teaching tradition for that, to make
that happen . . . And in other cultures it
would remain as mysticism. They would be
called mystics, if anyone made a statement
like that. 45

Dayananda goes on to identify Meister Eckhart
as precisely such a “mystic” who somehow
“had some insight” outside any explicit
connection to Advaita tradition. To be truly
enduring and effective, however, such
generalized mysticism must evolve into a
“teaching tradition” like that of Vedānta. 46
Total replacement is out of the question. On the
contrary, any religious transformation from
Christianity to Advaita would necessarily
involve assimilation and bringing to perfection
of the best that Christians themselves have to
offer.
Non-Dual Belonging
In her introduction to the edited collection,
Many Mansions?, Catherine Cornille notes that,
although not all religious traditions require
exclusive allegiance across the whole of life,
most require “single-minded commitment” in
those areas that lie within “their own area of
religious expertise.” 47 Where a tradition does
require a more encompassing commitment—as
would be the case for most forms of
Christianity—she suggests three ways of
harmonizing such commitment with some
form of practice or belonging in another
tradition: belief in a shared, “ultimate religious
experience” at the foundation of both (or all)
traditions; absorbing the “hermeneutical
framework” of the second tradition into the
superior “symbolic framework” of the home
tradition; or an acceptance of the mutual
“complementarity” of the two traditions, each
in their own sphere of competence. 48
An Advaita theology of “conversion-up,” as
I have explored it here, would seem to bear
some similarities to all three of these
hermeneutical options, without being strictly
identical with any one of them. Is this, then, an
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explicit theology of multiple religious
belonging? In the Chinmaya Mission, disciples
do identify with multiple traditions, and they
are encouraged to do so; so also, texts and
teachings from multiple traditions are
frequently deployed by senior Chinmaya
Mission teachers in the propagation of Advaita.
To offer just one example: in the summer of
2007, a visiting ācārya from the Mission
concluded a five-day yajña or series of
discourses on the Bhagavad-Gītā in the Greater
Toronto Area with a day-long retreat entitled,
“The Wisdom of the Sages.” 49 The form of the
lecture was a series of PowerPoint slides with
short maxims drawn from great saints and
mystics throughout the ages. Many of these
were drawn from sources one might expect
from an Advaita missionary movement: Swami
Chinmayananda, Swami Vivekananda, Krishna
and Arjuna, the Buddha. Other maxims reached
further afield to include the Muslim poet Rumi,
the Gospel of John, Abraham Lincoln, tenets of
traditional African religion and so on. The
teaching of Vedānta was, at this level, explicitly
plural, offering a vision of multiple religious
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